Is organic amnesia caused by a selective deficit in remembering contextual information?
An influential view of amnesia is that the recognition and recall failure is a consequence of a selective loss of memory for contextual, rather than target, information. The various forms of this viewpoint are outlined and one is considered in more detail. This hypothesis claims that amnesics suffer from a selective inability to remember background context i.e. spatiotemporal or extrinsic context. The evidence cited in support of this hypothesis is then critically reviewed and assessed in relation to two methodological problems. The first problem shows that when weak amnesic memory is compared with good normal memory qualitative differences in contextual memory may arise artefactually. The second problem is that contextual memory deficits, found in amnesics, may be incidental consequences of frontal cortex damage rather than essential to the core memory deficit. In the light of these problems it is concluded that currently there is no convincing support for the contextual memory deficit hypothesis of amnesia. Finally, guidelines are laid down which should enable the hypothesis to be more appropriately assessed, and an alternative kind of hypothesis is briefly outlined.